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ABSTRACT 


Two papers explore racial ideology and policy toward 



immigrants and refugees in the United States. The first paper, "Race 
Theory Paradigms and Immigrant/Refugee Identity and Incorporation," 
asserts that the United States is a race-based society in which 
newcomers to the country have a racial identity imposed upon them. A 
review of the social science literature offers evidence of the 
sociohis torical construction of the concepts of "race," "immigrant," 
and "refugee." The evolution of race theory in the United States can 
be examined chronologically and divided into paradigm categories of 
biology, ethnicity, class, nationalism, and racial formation. The 
prevailing racial ideology influences immigrant policy and then 
affects immigrants* rights and their incorporation into the host 
society and their access to social welfare. An example is provided in 
the situation of Indochinese refugees, who entered the country with 
the assigned unique category of "allied alien,*' but who have become 
aligned with both the Asian American model minority stereotype and 
stereotypes of illegal aliens. The second paper, "Collective 
Organization and Action around Racial Identity," discusses 
organizations formed by immigrant groups and their leadership in the 
context of U.S. immigrant policy. Indochinese refugees provide an 
example of the way in which resettlement assistance can lessen the 
role of self-help groups, even as the government funds acculturation 
and cultural maintenance programs. Participation by the Indochinese 
in pan-Asian organizations also remains limited. Implications for 
community education initiatives for refugees and immigrants are 
discussed. (Contains 164 references.) (SLD) 
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ABSTRACT 



U.S. RACIAL IDEOLOGY AND IMMIGRANT/REFUGEE POLICY: EFFECTS ON 
ASIAN-AMERICAN IDENTITY, COMMUNITY FORMATION AND REFUGEE 

EDUCATION INITIATIVES 



Mary T. Comeau 

Center for International Education 
School of Education 
University of Massachusetts 
Amherst, Massachusetts 01003 



Paper One 

The United States is a race-based society. Newcomers to the U.S. have 
had a certain racial identity imposed upon them. A review of literature in the 
fields of education, sociology, anthropology, political science, refugee studies 
and Asian-American studies offered evidence of the sociohistorical construction 
of the concepts of “race”, “immigrant” and “refugee”. The historical background 
of race and ethnic relations is explored within the American immigrant/refugee 
experience. The evolution of race theory in the United States can be examined 
chronologically and divided into paradigm categories of biology, ethnicity, class, 
nationalism and racial formation. Immigration policy is influenced by racial 
ideology. The resultant state intervention has influenced immigrant/refugee 
identity formation and incorporation into the host society. This incorporation 
determines rights and social welfare access. The state’s response to 



Indochinese refugees was to place them into a unique category of “allied alien”. 
American nativism has overridden this initial identity and Indochinese refugees 
have been aligned with both Asian American model minority and illegal alien 
classifications. 

Paper Two 

New immigrant and refugee groups are extremely diverse: they differ 
both from existing groups, other new groups and among themselves. U. S. 
racial formation imposes and institutionalizes a racial identity which affects 
collective organization and action within these communities. Various forms of 
organization and definitions/roles of leaders were analyzed in terms of native 
country organization and leadership structures and U.S. government policy 
influenced structures. State incorporation involves a conflict between the 
western welfare state and indigenous forms of self help. U.S. racial formation 
processes have affected both the process and content of ethnic mobilization 
and organization. The U.S. provides resettlement assistance to Indochinese 
refugees, lessening the role of self-help organizations. Conversely it funds 
MAAs to offer acculturation-aimed and cultural maintenance programs. 
Indochinese refugees have yet to widely accept the racial appellation of Asian 
American. Participation by Indochinese refugees in pan-Asian organizations is 
also still limited. Implications for refugee/immigrant community education 
initiatives are discussed in the conclusion. 
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PAPER I 



U.S. RACIAL IDEOLOGY AND IMMIGRANT/REFUGEE POLICY: EFFECTS ON 
ASIAN AMERICAN 1 IDENTITY, COMMUNITY FORMATION AND REFUGEE 

EDUCATION INITIATIVES 

Smedley (1993) and others have contended that race is a worldview. In 
that sense, it can also be asserted that race is a curriculum; an environment in 
which learning occurs. In addition to school curriculum, there is a societal 
curriculum, the lifelong education that is received through channels of family, 
friends, neighborhoods, the media. Curriculum can also be thought of as a 
conceptual framework and process of learning. Curriculum encompasses the 
learners’ gender, nationality, class, sexual orientation, family situation, 
language and literacy background. These factors are centered within the social, 
economic and political institutional history which has shaped the identity of the 
individuals. 

An understanding of race as the worldview that permeates U.S. society is 
necessary for an understanding of factors affecting newcomer identity formation. 
One can become “racial curriculum literate” - to become aware and critical of 
the agendas and historical background that have influenced immigrant and 
refugee incorporation in the U.S. 

Examination of Indochinese 2 migration to the United States and 
subsequent identity development must be examined through a multidisciplinary 



1 The imperfect term Asian-American will be used in this paper to describe U.S. citizens of Pacific Islander 
roots. 

2 Since political independence from France in 1953-54, “Indochina is no longer a political entity. The term 
“Indochinese” generalizes the political, economic and cultural autonomy of Vietnamese, Laotian, and Khmer 
populations. However, Indochinese refugees is a more useful designation than Southeast Asian refugees. 
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approach including findings in the fields of education, sociology, anthropology, 
political science, refugee studies, and Asian American studies. Questions to be 
addressed include: 

1. What have been the paradigms surrounding racial dynamics in 
twentieth century United States? 

2. How does race dialogue with individual/group identities of various 
newcomer groups? 

3. How does race dialogue with state incorporation of immigrants and 
refugees? 

4. What is the intersection between immigrant and refugee experiences? 

This paper will explore the historical background of race and ethnic 

relations and it’s relation to the American immigrant and refugee experience. 
The focus will be on the experiences of Asian American immigrants and 
Indochinese refugees. Indochinese refugees have an Asian American identity 
imposed upon them when they arrive in the United States. Pan-Asian identity 
has been variously rejected and utilized politically by Asian Americans and 
newcomer Indochinese refugees. 

Paper One begins with a brief overview of major racial dynamics theory 
in the U.S. during the twentieth century that have shaped the incorporation of 
voluntary and involuntary immigrants and refugees. Examples from Asian 
American history will accompany each section. The second half of the paper 
will explore how a racial worldview in the U.S. influences two functions of the 

The latter term can encompass refugee populations other than Vietnamese, Laotian, and Khmer such as 
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